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Chapter 1


Thursday afternoon

“Do you really think there’s room for all this luggage on the boat?”

“Ship,” I corrected. “I know it’s only a cruise ship, but I understand it demoralizes the crew when you call it a boat. And don’t worry, the porters will handle everything.”

Trevor Ponsonby-West sighed and looked put-upon. Well, he was put-upon. Being put-upon was more or less his job. He was my grandfather’s personal assistant, which meant Grandfather delegated to him anything he didn’t want to bother with himself and couldn’t cajole his friends or family to do. Trevor’s job was demanding under normal circumstances and almost overwhelming when Grandfather traveled. And he traveled a lot. After all, even though he was now in his nineties, the world still expected to see Dr. J. Montgomery Blake rescuing endangered species, leading environmental protests, and appearing in the nature documentaries that had become such a staple on television channels like National Geographic and Animal Planet.

Trevor did a great job of getting Grandfather where he had to go, when he was supposed to be there, and equipped with whatever he needed to bring. If only he could do it without quite so much sighing.

“Oh, dear—I shall have to tip the porters.” He hunched his narrow shoulders anxiously, making him look more than ever like a tall but malnourished vulture, and stifled another sigh as he pulled out his wallet. “I should check to make sure I have some small bills.”

“I think you’ll need large bills to reward them for hauling all this.” I waved at the sea of luggage.

“True. And— Oh, there’s my phone buzzing again.” He pulled it out and glanced at it. “Oh, dear. I need to run an errand for him. Do you suppose…”

“Go keep Grandfather happy,” I said. “I’ll hold down the fort here.”

Trevor dashed off, looking anxious. This was his only other expression.

“Yes, it should be a wonderfully educational cruise!” Grandfather’s booming voice rang out from somewhere a little farther down the pier.

“You’ll be giving lectures on board?” A man in a sports coat and pristine dark blue denim jeans was scribbling in a small notebook as he stood near Grandfather—though not so near that he interfered with the efforts of the woman with the camera, who was circling constantly and occasionally snapping a picture or two.

“And leading nature walks on shore when we get to Bermuda,” Grandfather went on. “Due to its isolation from the mainland, it’s a unique ecoregion. Alas! We won’t have time to visit more than two of the islands—Bermuda’s not a single island, you know, but a chain of one hundred and eighty-four islands, although only twenty of them are inhabited.”

Evidently Grandfather had been boning up on our destination.

“And I’m hoping to get enough footage for a documentary on Bermuda,” he added.

“Planning to save any endangered species while you’re there?” the reporter asked.

“Well, I do hope to look into how the Bermuda skinks are doing.” Grandfather’s expression became solemn, as if the fate of the Bermuda skinks had dire implications for the rest of the universe. “It’s a species only found in the Bermudas, and the International Union for Conservation of Nature has it on its Red List of Threatened Species.”

“Is it a rodent?” the photographer asked. From the way she wrinkled her nose slightly I deduced she had scant sympathy for endangered rodents.

“A reptile—to be precise, a lizard about this big.” Grandfather held his thumb and forefinger about three inches apart.

I could tell by the photographer’s expression that reptiles were not an improvement over rodents. If the Bermuda Tourism Authority were listening in, they’d probably worry that Grandfather was undermining their promotion efforts.

“The Bermuda skink is threatened by habitat destruction, of course, and predation from introduced mammals like cats and rats. But oddly enough, one of the biggest threats to their survival is litter.”

“Litter?” the reporter asked, thus saving me from having to.

“Many small lizards have friction pads on their feet that let them stick to surfaces they walk on, but Bermuda skinks have tiny claws instead. So if they crawl into an empty glass jar or a discarded soda can—something with a slick interior surface—they can’t get out again. They starve or die of heat stress or dehydration.”

Was he serious? Probably. Damn him. I could see that once I got to the island, instead of relaxing and enjoying the scenery, I’d be restlessly scanning my surroundings for stray jars and soda cans that might contain forlorn Bermuda skinks in need of rescue.

“Can you face that way for a few minutes?” The photographer pointed to the right. “At the moment, the sun is at your back, and it’s almost impossible to get a good shot.”

Grandfather obliged and lifted his head, assuming the triumphant pose he usually reserved for that moment in his documentaries when he succeeded in rescuing something, or at least not getting eaten by something. The photographer began to click in double time.

“How dreadful!” came a voice from behind me. “Even here I can’t get away from those ghastly paparazzi!”

I turned to see an older red-haired woman in a billowing orange floor-length caftan, holding a matching orange paper parasol. She was an imposing figure, only an inch or so shorter than my five foot ten, and while the caftan flowed rather than clung, I could tell she wasn’t particularly skinny. But not fat, either—stately. Her deep red, almost maroon, hair clashed with the color of the caftan. If I were her, I’d have chosen a different dress—or a different and more plausible hair color. Maybe she thought the garish red roses painted on the parasol tied the whole ensemble together.

The photographer had stopped clicking her camera, and Grandfather looked annoyed. The reporter was staring at the caftan lady with a frown on his face, as if trying to figure out who she was. The photographer was watching the reporter, no doubt waiting for him to indicate whether she should aim her lens at the new arrival or go back to Grandfather.

The woman—the diva, as I mentally dubbed her—looked at me with an expression I recognized—the look of someone who is accustomed to having minions to do her bidding, and thinks she’s found a promising one.

“Is it The New York Times? The Washington Post?” Her voice was high, rather affected, and pitched so loud I was sure people on the next pier could hear her. “Well, it doesn’t really matter. Shoo them away for me, will you?” All the while she was standing up straight and holding her parasol at an angle that did more to frame her face for the photographer than to protect her from the sun.

“It’s The Baltimore Sun,” I explained. “And I think they’re here to interview Dr. Blake. Dr. Montgomery Blake, the naturalist,” I added, seeing the puzzled look on her face. “The one who’s giving lectures on the cruise.”

“Of all the— Hmph!” She strode off, looking highly indignant.

The reporter and the photographer were looking at me expectantly. I shrugged to indicate that I had no idea who she was. They turned their attention back to Grandfather.

“Dr. Blake, can we move a little way down the pier?” the photographer asked. “I think we can get a better background over there.”

Actually she seemed to be pointing not to another part of our pier but to a point farther along the waterfront where the tidy world of the cruise ships gave way to piers clearly designed more for utility than looks. Knowing photographers, I was willing to bet she wanted to pose him in front of a particularly dilapidated tugboat—or was it a fishing boat?—with the name Scurvy Rogue painted on its bow. Grandfather would love it.

“Excellent!” He began striding in the indicated direction, with the reporter and photographer, who both had much shorter legs, almost running to keep up with him.

“Shouldn’t he be boarding already instead of showing off for the press?” I turned to see Caroline Willner, a longtime friend who, to my relief, was joining us on the cruise. As the owner of the Willner Wildlife Refuge and an expert zoologist herself, she rivaled Grandfather in knowledge and far excelled him at communicating her knowledge to the public without sounding condescending or confrontational. More to the point, she was the only person I knew who could get away with addressing Grandfather as “Monty, you old goat!”—and one of only two people in the world who could make him behave. Since Mother, the other one, would also be aboard, I was guardedly optimistic that they could prevent his worst faux pas.

For the moment, I was even more relieved to see that Caroline seemed to have made it her next mission to ensure that the reporters didn’t distract Grandfather from boarding before the ship sailed.

“How much longer before they pull up the gangplank, anyway?” Caroline asked.

“Twenty minutes,” I said, after a glance at my phone. “And yes, he really should board soon. I’m more worried about whether the porter’s going to show up to deal with our luggage.”

Caroline studied the luggage with narrowed eyes before pulling out her own phone.

“They need more porters,” she said. “Or more efficient ones. I’ll sic your mother on the luggage. Then I can focus on chivvying Monty on board.” With that she strode off, phone in hand, toward the rather distant pier where Grandfather was happily posing next to a pair of gulls.

Feeling a sense of relief, I sat down on one of the sturdier suitcases, closed my eyes, and did some of the deep breathing exercises my cousin Rose Noire always recommended for times of stress.

After a few rounds of breathing, I gave up. I certainly hoped the all-natural herbal anti-seasickness remedies she was bringing along worked better than the yoga breathing. I opened my eyes, and began studying my surroundings. Which were not encouraging.

“Why Pastime?” I muttered, not for the first time. When Grandfather had let it be known that he was interested in doing the cruise ship lecture circuit, he’d gotten offers from several lines, including several of the top contenders in the educational and environmental cruise market. Pastime was a relatively new company, and from what I’d seen, they didn’t have their act together yet. Farther down the waterfront I could see passengers bound for other ships dropping their luggage off with eager, attentive baggage handlers and strolling on board. Those other cruise lines had it together. Why didn’t Pastime? This didn’t bode well for the rest of the cruise. And besides—

“What’s all this?”

I glanced up to see that the long-awaited porter had arrived and was inspecting our sea of luggage. He looked up at me and scowled.

“There’s a limit, you know,” he said. “Two suitcases per person.”

“I know.” I waved a thick wad of Pastime paperwork at him. “There are sixteen passengers in our party. I think you’ll find only thirty-two items of baggage there. Unless someone else has hidden their bags in with ours, hoping to weasel out of tipping you.”

That didn’t seem to improve his mood—even with the suggestion that I was not unfamiliar with the concept of tipping porters. And his surliness wasn’t helping my own mood, either. I had the sinking feeling that some or all of our bags were about to disappear into the luggage-handling equivalent of the Bermuda Triangle, never again to be seen by mortal eye. I could imagine sighting the Flying Dutchman, its shredded sails inspiring a feeling of dread as its phantom crew hauled frayed ropes and stared balefully at the forlorn mountain of increasingly faded and battered suitcases tumbling carelessly about on its decks.

I shook off my wild imaginings, fixed my attention on the porter, and summoned up what Rob called my Mother Voice—the one that usually got results.

“I’m not boarding until I see these safely loaded,” I said. “They’re all properly tagged and ready for you.” I refrained from adding that they’d been ready and waiting for him for two hours, and me with them. He was glancing at some of the tags as if hoping to find a problem. Good luck with that, I said to myself. I’d made sure of the proper tagging. Attached to each suitcase with a stainless-steel loop was a sturdy plastic luggage tag holder containing the appropriate brightly colored slip of paper listing the suitcase’s owner, the deck and cabin number, our sailing date, our destination, and several sets of letters and numbers that were meaningless to me but presumably would help the porter deliver each suitcase safely to its destination. It had seemed an admirable system when I read about it on the Pastime Cruise Company’s website. But that was before I’d met this porter. He was a sallow, surly fellow, about my height but much wider and burlier. His white Pastime uniform, with all its shiny gold buttons, bars, and miscellaneous bits of trim, seemed cut for someone slightly shorter with a much smaller beer belly. In his red-rimmed and slightly watery eyes I saw—a lack of intelligence? No, more a warning that whatever intelligence he possessed would be enlisted to ensure not the safe arrival of our luggage, but his own immunity from blame for any disappearances that might happen.

On impulse I pulled out my phone and opened the camera app.

“I almost forgot— I’m supposed to be keeping the family back home posted on everything that happens,” I said. “All those exciting moments that will make them feel as if they’re right here with us. Smile!”

As I spoke, I took a step or two backward, to ensure that I fitted all thirty-two bags into the frame with the porter. Who did not smile as requested—instead, he looked put out, as if by documenting his proximity to our luggage I’d foiled his plans.

Or maybe I was just attributing sinister motives to a man who was overworked, underpaid, and tired of coping with temperamental passengers.

Still, just in case, I also took what I hoped was a subtle glance at the employee badge he wore on his left shoulder and committed his name to memory. Actually, it was such an oddly international combination—Gianpiero Mulder—that I’d probably find it hard to forget.

Just then Trevor scurried back. I was surprisingly glad to see him. Normally having Trevor around was rather like finding oneself suddenly in the midst of a swarm of gnats. But as long as I could transfer the gnat infestation to the annoying Gianpiero …

“Oh, good—you’re back.” I beamed at Trevor. “Perhaps you could help make sure Mr. Mulder here doesn’t encounter any problems sorting out our luggage and getting it to the right cabins. If it takes more than one trip, I can stay here and guard anything left behind.”

As I’d hoped, the mere request made Trevor visibly anxious over the possibility of the luggage going astray. He’d attach himself to Gianpiero like a starving leech. Whatever sinister plans the surly porter had in mind for our luggage were almost certainly foiled.

And to my relief, all thirty-two items of luggage fit—just barely—on the porter’s cart. I was free to board.

And about time. Caroline and Grandfather had already boarded while Gianpiero was loading the luggage. The Pastime employee at the foot of the gangplank had begun glancing at her watch and then frowning at me. The ship wouldn’t sail for several hours, but I knew from reading the pre-boarding instructions that they wanted all the passengers aboard as soon as possible so they could get the mandatory safety drill over with, to avoid delaying our sailing time.

I paused on my way to the gangplank and looked up at what would be our floating home for the next week. The Pastime Wanderer was a graceful, gleaming white ship, several hundred feet in length with half a dozen decks. Tiny compared with some of the enormous cruise ships I could see farther down the waterfront, where Carnival, Royal Caribbean, and the other better-known lines were docked. But those enormous ships carried enormous crowds—three or four thousand passengers for the bigger ones. The Wanderer, thank goodness, only had room for about two hundred.

And nearly all of them were already on board. I tore my eyes away from the ship and stepped forward to present my ticket and passport to the young woman in the white-and-gold uniform who was standing by a lecturn at the foot of the gangplank.

Finally!



 



Chapter 2


“I hope I’m not the very last one,” I said as the young woman inspected my documents.

“Oh, that’s okay,” she said. “Someone has to be.”

Oops. But her smile was genuine, though it probably revealed more relief that all her charges were present and accounted for than pleasure in seeing me in particular. Still, I felt bad.

“Sorry,” I said. “I was waiting for the porter. Call me a worrywart, but I wanted to see the family’s luggage go on board with my own eyes.”

“I’d call it smart,” she said. And then, as if realizing she’d committed the cardinal sin of saying something negative about the company, she hastened to add, “Not that you’d have to worry about your luggage getting left behind on a Pastime Cruise, of course! But not everything in life’s that reliable, is it?”

“Exactly.” Nice save, I added silently. Maybe I should have said it aloud. Or something more encouraging. After all, she was a welcome change from the porter.

“Do you need anything else?” she asked. I shook my head, and she gave me a quick smile before hurrying back into the Cruise Maryland Terminal building. She probably had a lot to do before we set sail.

I stopped at the foot of the gangplank and studied the ship—after all, it was my last chance to get an outside view of it for at least a couple of days. A few people were standing on the upper two decks. A few more on the individual balconies that graced nearly every cabin. It all looked very peaceful and elegant—let the relaxation begin!

At the top of the gangplank I found myself in the boarding lobby, a brightly decorated area that ran the width of the ship. Pastime’s decorators had gone in for bright tropical colors here—turquoise, lemon yellow, and salmon pink, with painted murals of exotic fish and shells. On the far wall, a sign with a large arrow pointing to the right announced the passageway that led to the main dining room. Along the right wall was a large alcove that held an upward-bound stairway and an elevator. Along the left wall, an open door with a STAFF ONLY sign beside it revealed a rather narrow corridor.

Odd and rather annoying that there was no one inside to greet me and give me a hint about what I was supposed to do next. Maybe it was because I was the last to board—although that was the porter’s fault, not mine. I heard a door open somewhere to my left, but when I turned to look—nothing.

“So sorry,” came a voice from behind me. “May I help you?”

I turned to find a shortish man whose gleaming white uniform was festooned with enough gold-colored braid and buttons to decorate a small Christmas tree. He was smiling, but it didn’t really seem like a joyful smile—more the smile of someone having a rather trying day but determined not to show it.

“I’m First Officer Martin.” He extended his hand.

“Meg Langslow.”

“Dr. Blake’s granddaughter,” he said. “Delighted to have you aboard.”

He actually looked as if he meant that. I was relieved. I knew some of Pastime’s management weren’t entirely thrilled at having so many of our family on board. But it was their own fault—they’d offered Grandfather a substantial discount for any friends or family who wanted to accompany him. If it was going to be a problem for a dozen or so of us to take advantage of it, they should have made it clear how many discounts they really wanted to offer.

Clearly Martin knew nothing about those rather testy discussions. Or perhaps didn’t care. He glanced around with a faint frown, then looked back at me and smiled—but a little uncertainly, as if greeting arriving passengers wasn’t part of his job these days and he was trying to remember what it involved.

“Just wondering where to go next,” I said. “Our cabins are on deck four, but I gather we’re not supposed to go there immediately.” I suspected they wanted us out from underfoot, so the feckless Gianpiero would have plenty of time to misdeliver all of our luggage.

“Oh, right.” He glanced at his watch. “You should be okay to go to your cabin by now. Although you might enjoy using the time to explore the ship.”

“What I really want to do is walk all the way around the ship on the outside decks,” I said. “The way people always seemed to be doing in movies set on cruise ships, like Shall We Dance, An Affair to Remember, or even the Marx Brothers’ Monkey Business. But I gather these days it’s all private balconies.”

“Actually, you’ll find a few areas of open deck,” he said. “Including very nice sun decks in the stern of decks four and five. And if you ask me, the best place to watch the scenery when we set sail is deck six—it’s all deck, no cabins, so you get a great three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view.”

I thanked him and pushed the up button on the elevator. He strode off as if he had several hundred things to do. Yes, sailing days were clearly stressful for the crew.

I took the elevator up to deck four and stepped out into the middle of a corridor that ran the length of the ship. I saw a sign that said SUN DECK with an arrow pointing left, so I headed that way. On both left and right, outside most of the doors, were small clusters of suitcases—though not outside either 420 or 422, the two staterooms Michael and I would be sharing with the boys. Well, Trevor and Gianpiero did have twenty-eight other suitcases to deliver. I’d hold off on worrying yet.

Just beyond our cabin was the doorway to the deck. I pushed it open and stepped out into sunshine so bright it momentarily blinded me.

“Meg, dear. Over here!”

I shaded my eyes and spotted Mother and Aunt Penelope. They were both waving at me, so I waved back and headed toward them, picking my way through rather a lot of white and cobalt-blue deck chairs and recliners.

Aunt Penelope was not as adept as Mother at the Royal Wave, a slight, graceful, minimalist motion of the wrist that most people associated with Queen Elizabeth II—a gesture designed to keep the waver from tiring, no matter how long she had to perform it to acknowledge her adoring minions. Then again, Mother had probably practiced it more, since she had a great many more adoring minions than Aunt Penelope, or for that matter, most people outside the British royal family.

They were both wearing elegant pastel dresses and wide-brimmed, flower-trimmed hats, and leaning against the rail at the very back of the ship. I stopped to take a picture of them with my phone.

“You look very nice,” I said when I came close to where they were standing—or was it posing? “Trying on your outfits for some future tea at Buckingham Palace?”

“We’re about to have afternoon tea in the main dining room,” Mother said. “If you hurry, you can change in time to join us.”

“There should be cucumber sandwiches.” Aunt Penelope made this sound like a good thing. Perhaps to her it was.

“Thanks, but I’m feeling too grungy for anything as elegant as tea, and I don’t think I can relax and enjoy myself until I make sure everyone in our party is safely aboard. With all their stuff.” At least with their proper portion of the thirty-two suitcases. I reminded myself that it really wasn’t my job to worry about the stuff people wanted to bring that was against the ship’s rules. Last night I’d confiscated aromatherapy candles from my cousin Rose Noire, a portable travel iron from Mother, and fireworks from my brother, Rob. Pastime’s packing guidelines prohibited just about anything that could accidentally set the ship on fire, which seemed quite sensible to me, but apparently the many recreational pyromaniacs in my family found it hard to grasp. I’d also vetoed the selection of dried or taxidermied specimens that Grandfather had been planning to use to illustrate his lectures, and wondered if he or one of his scientific colleagues had inspired Pastime’s curiously specific prohibition on packing dead animals. On their heads be it if they had put any of the contraband back in their luggage. I’d done what I could. And surely it wouldn’t be Gianpiero’s job to search for contraband.

“I don’t know what we’d do without you.” Aunt Penelope beamed approval at me.

“Tomorrow, then, dear?” Mother asked. “They have tea every day. Isn’t that civilized?”

“Very.” Probably not the moment to explain that I was looking forward to getting away from civilization for a while. “Have fun.”

I watched as they strolled down the deck and breathed a sigh of relief when they eventually disappeared into the doorway that led inside. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a document I expected to wear out in the next few days—a brochure containing a deck-by-deck map of the ship. I unfolded the brochure and glanced about to get my bearings.

I was leaning on the railing, looking down at the dock on the left side of the ship, which I should probably learn to call the port side for the duration. We were in the back of the ship—aft, or the stern. According to the deck plans, the main dining room was also aft, but on deck one, the level where I’d boarded—yes, I’d seen the sign. I recalled that there was at least one other less formal place to eat aboard ship—the Starlight Lounge, at the other end of deck four, offering a bar and casual dining. It was in the front of the ship. Forward, or possibly the bow. Just thinking the words made me feel deliciously nautical. I could go forward to the Starlight Lounge and have a cold drink.

But first I pulled out my cell phone and called Michael.

“How are you and the boys settling in?” I asked.

“Settling in? Not at all. I don’t think we’ve spent more than fifteen minutes on the same deck since we got on board. The boys are still convinced there must be a pool hidden somewhere on the ship.”

“Alas, they are doomed to disappointment.”

“I think they’ll live. I have reminded them that very soon they will be snorkeling in the crystal clear waters of Bermuda. Meanwhile they’ve discovered that there’s at least one free snack area on every deck. And that they can summon a variety of frozen beverages by merely waving their Pastime cards at the bartender. Virgin frozen daiquiris, virgin frozen margaritas, virgin frozen mojitos. Right now we’re at the miniature golf course on deck five.”

“Deck five is big enough for a miniature golf course?”

“Only three holes,” he said. “And they kind of overlap. Really more like a combination putting green and obstacle course. But the boys seem to be enjoying it.”

“You need me to spell you?”

“No, I’m good. I know we all ran you ragged last night and this morning, and I don’t just mean me and the boys. Go put your feet up, have a cool drink, and relax. We’ll see you at dinner.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Oh, and don’t forget what they told us,” he said. “Pretty soon after we sail we’ll be out of cell phone range—so get your phone connected to the ship’s Wi-Fi now, or all of a sudden we won’t be able to call or text each other, and we’ll have to run around the ship looking for each other. Password’s on your boarding pass.”

“Roger.” I dug out my boarding pass and made the Wi-Fi connection. Then I tucked my phone and the ship’s map in my pocket and went back indoors. To my great relief, there were now suitcases outside our cabin doors—and the right suitcases. I pulled out my Pastime card and put it to use—it would serve as a combination room key, credit card, and ID badge for the duration of the voyage.

The cabin was brightly decorated in what I’d begun to recognize as Pastime’s signature colors—turquoise and white, with pastel accents. It was small, but not as cramped and claustrophobic as I’d expected. According to the brochure, it was three hundred square feet. Since measurements were not my strong point, I’d had no preconceived notion about whether that was large or small, although I’d assumed it must be a decent size as cruise staterooms went or they wouldn’t be bragging. And the sliding glass doors that led out onto our private balcony brought in so much light and air that it didn’t feel claustrophobic at all.

Of course, if we ran into rough weather and I had to watch waves crashing against those broad expanses of glass, maybe I’d rethink my approval. But for now, I was pleased. I’d stayed in smaller hotel rooms on land. Only in big, expensive cities like San Francisco or New York, but still—not so bad. In fact, to my astonishment, the room looked exactly as it had in the pictures I’d studied in the brochure and on Pastime’s website.

The room Michael and I would occupy had two twin beds shoved together to form an ersatz king bed flanked by tiny bedside tables. Through the connecting door, I could see that the boys’ room had the same two beds, but with the bedside tables placed between them. All the rest was exactly what you’d see in any hotel room—a small but efficient bathroom, a desk, a wall-mounted TV, a compact reading chair. The suitcases rather cluttered it up, but it would be fine once we unpacked—especially since only four of the suitcases contained our stuff. Three of the others belonged to Grandfather, who’d filled them with his scientific gear, and the fourth to Mother, who needed more than a measly two suitcases for her cruise wardrobe.

And why not get the unpacking over with now, so we’d be totally settled by the time the ship sailed? I put away our things, stored our four suitcases under the beds, and shoved the other four into a corner where they’d be as much out of the way as possible until we could deliver them to their real owners.

I’d done all I could. So, still patting myself on the back for my own efficiency, I locked up and followed yet another arrow sign that pointed toward the Starlight Lounge, in the bow.

At the far end of the corridor I spotted a set of double doors painted midnight blue and spangled with silver stars. Silver glitter stars, I realized as I drew closer and saw the faint sparkling. Presumably the Starlight Lounge.

I paused in the doorway to look around. It was smaller than I’d expected. Of course, the brochure had described it as “cozy,” or was it “snug”? Still, the windows running all around three sides of the room kept it from feeling claustrophobic. A uniformed crew member was standing behind the bar running a pair of blenders, one filled with a bright pink concoction and the other with something bright green.

And the lounge was rather crowded. Not a single empty table. I studied the occupants of the dozen or so tables, hoping to see someone I recognized. Surely one of my friends or family members would have ended up here. My cousin Rose Noire might have joined the tea party—requesting green tea and interrogating the waitstaff about whether the cucumber sandwiches were organic—but Dad would almost certainly find some way of weaseling out. My cousin Horace would certainly have volunteered to swab the decks if it would get him out of eating cucumber sandwiches. Grandfather was probably driving Trevor and Caroline crazy as he prepared for this evening’s inaugural lecture, but his two-person film and recording crew should be here. And neither of them struck me as Earl Grey swillers.

Wait—was that them over in the corner? The occupants of a table were waving wildly at me.

No—I didn’t know any of the three thirty-something men who were trying to get my attention. And after a quick glance, I decided I didn’t much want to. Even from across the bar I could tell they were already well on their way to falling-down drunk, and their over-friendly smiles verged on leers.

Just then a small, birdlike fiftyish woman appeared at my elbow. “We’re right over there in the corner,” she said loudly. She went on in an undertone, “In case you’re looking for a place to sit where you don’t have to fend off the Three Stooges.”

Relieved, I followed her to a table where three other women raised their drinks and welcomed me as if I were a long-lost cousin.

“Thanks for the rescue,” I said. “If I’m intruding, just say so, and in a minute or two I’ll pretend to remember something I need to rush off and do.”

“No need,” my rescuer said. “After all, isn’t that one of the reasons to come on a cruise? To meet new people?”

“Just not those new people.” An angular gray-haired woman nodded her head slightly in the direction of the three men.

“Nice new people,” my rescuer said. “Sober new people.”

“Speak for yourself.” The third woman lifted up her martini glass. “I intend to consume quite a few of these over the course of the next week.”

“And what’s that going to do to your word count?” the first one asked.

“I’m not worrying about word count right now,” the martini-drinking woman said. “I’m working on my synopsis.”

“I could totally see killing one of those three off.” The fourth woman, who hadn’t yet spoken, was staring over her old-fashioned glass, studying the three men with narrowed eyes. “I need a new victim.”

“Angie means killing one of them off in a book,” my birdlike rescuer said. “She’s a writer. We’re all writers. But Angie’s the only mystery writer, which means she’s the only one who goes around looking for people to knock off.”

“Only on paper,” Angie said. “I’m very mild-mannered in real life.”

“Yeah, right,” the martini drinker said.

“I’m Kate.” The birdlike woman pointed to herself. “Tish and I write romance.” The gray-haired woman raised her glass, no doubt to indicate that she was Tish. “And Janet writes fantasy.” Janet was the martini drinker.

“Doorstopper fantasies,” Janet said. “Big eight-hundred-page sagas. At the moment I’m doing a long-running series about a swordswoman adventuring her way through a pseudo-medieval world. Which means nothing that happens on this journey will ever make it into my books in recognizable form.”

“Bookmarks, ladies,” Tish said. All four writers reached into their purses and dropped brightly colored bookmarks on the table in front of me. “Our calling cards,” she explained. “If anything we say makes you feel the sudden urge to learn more about our books, or better yet, buy them, we want you to be able to.”

“Also some of us have our pictures on them, which will help you tell us apart,” Angie added.

“I’d better pass out a lot of those suckers,” Janet said. “So at least I’ll get some good out of this trip.”

“Janet’s still vexed that we’re not taking this cruise on a sailing ship,” Kate explained.

“Too expensive, and the schedules weren’t convenient.” Tish’s tone suggested this was a discussion they’d already had a few million times.

“And besides,” Kate began. “I— Oh, my God! You won’t believe who’s here.”

We all craned to see where she was looking.

The diva had just walked in.



 



Chapter 3


“Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world,” Janet muttered.

“Do you know who she is?” I asked.

“Desiree St. Christophe,” Kate said. From her expression, I could tell she expected me to recognize the name. “Not a romance reader, I deduce.”

“Sorry, no,” I said. “I gather if I was I’d recognize the name?”

“Maybe if you had a two-book-a-day romance habit,” Tish said.

“And were fond of a particular flavor of romance that not many people write anymore,” Kate added.

“Because there’s almost no market for it,” Janet pointed out.

“The kind with a heroine who’s innocent and virginal,” Kate said.

“And thick as a plank.” Tish rolled her eyes.

“And gets ravished repeatedly by a series of rogues and ne’er-do-wells,” Kate continued. “Until one of them finally realizes he’s actually in love with her and marries her to produce the obligatory happy ending. Desiree was big back in the seventies and early eighties, when there was more of a market for that kind of book.”

“She has made something of a comeback with the new series,” Angie said.

“A fluke.” Tish waved her hand dismissively.

Desiree was scanning the room, just as I had, and having no more luck finding an empty table. In fact, even less luck—after glancing up when she entered, the Three Stooges had returned to their beer mugs. And my four newfound friends all had expressions that clearly said, “Please, God, don’t let her sit here.”

Desiree stood for a few more moments, looking around the room with a brittle smile on her face, as if annoyed that no one had noticed her plight and jumped up to offer her their table. My group were all studiously examining the contents of their glasses or carefully selecting just the right bits of pretzel from the bowl of bar chum on the table, so I followed their example. Then Desiree frowned and teetered over to the Three Stooges’ table. Either she didn’t often wear four- to five-inch heels or the ship was swaying more than I realized.

“Mind if I join you?” she asked the Stooges. She parked herself in the empty chair without waiting for an answer. “There don’t seem to be any vacant tables.”

“Oh, don’t mind us.” One of them leaped up. “We were just leaving.”

“Yeah, we’re about to be late for … um…” The second one was following his friend’s example.

“Karaoke,” the third one exclaimed. “Can’t miss the start of the karaoke contest.”

They all three hurried out. I pulled out my Pastime brochure. I remembered seeing a photocopied insert that contained the day’s schedule. Boarding time, safety drill, cast-off time, dinner service, Grandfather’s lecture on the ecosystem of the Baltimore harbor. No karaoke contest.

Desiree didn’t look as if she minded the Stooges’ departure. She hoisted her purse into one of the now-vacant chairs. At least I assumed the enormous pink woven straw thing was a purse. Maybe she’d forgotten to check one of her suitcases. Then she looked around petulantly for the bartender, whose sense of self-preservation appeared to be highly developed, given the haste with which he raced to her side. They began a lengthy conversation. The writers and I watched in silence.

At least they were watching Desiree and the bartender. I was surreptitiously studying them, matching the writers to the bookmarks.

Kate Trevanian—had fortune blessed her with an elegant name, or was that a pseudonym? She was fifty-something, petite, slightly plump, and definitely birdlike. She moved like a bird, with quick, darting motions, abrupt, yet not ungraceful. I was willing to bet her hair required outside assistance to maintain its medium-brown color, but the result was utterly natural looking. Her bookmark showed a handsome couple in Tudor dress with a modified version of Neuschwanstein in the background. Historical romances, evidently.

Tish, aka Patricia Gregory. She was about the same age as Kate or maybe a little older. Her tall frame was lean, elegant, and languid, rather like a greyhound at rest. Her salt-and-pepper hair was cut short and gave the impression that all she had to do was dunk it in water and run her fingers through it to achieve a carefree, tousled look. I tried not to hate her for this. Her bookmark showed only two sets of legs from the knees down—one male, clad in faded jeans and worn sneakers, the other female, in bright red high heels—and the way the legs were angled suggested that the two were closing in for a kiss. Contemporary romance, no doubt.

Janet and Angie were somewhat younger—late thirties, or possibly early forties. Janet Costello was a little shorter than me and about the same shape—well padded, but far from fat. Angie Weyburn was blond and barely over five feet, and while that probably made her much too short to be a model, she was definitely skinny enough, and had the cheekbones. I decided that if I wanted a relaxed conversation, Janet was the one to pick, but if it came to fending off the Three Stooges—verbally or even physically—I should opt for Angie. Janet’s bookmark showed a cover with a woman wearing worn leather armor, holding a reasonably realistic sword, and eyeing something offstage that, from her expression, was about to test both armor and sword. Angie’s bookmark showed a blond woman in a black FBI windbreaker holding a black gun two-handed and pointing both it and her steely gaze straight at me.

I looked up to see Angie scowling at Desiree and the bartender with much the same menacing expression.

“What could possibly be taking so long?” She began tapping her empty glass on the table. “I need another drink.”

“And I haven’t even had one yet,” I said. “Maybe she’s trying to order something they don’t carry.”

“It’d have to be something pretty exotic.” Janet held up her empty glass. “They had at least a dozen different kinds of gin.”

“Probably telling him all the things she’s allergic to or disapproves of,” Kate said.

“It could be worse,” Tish said. “What if Nancy were here and had to watch it all?”

“Hell, yes,” Angie muttered. “In that case, we’d have to kill Desiree. It would be justifiable homicide.”

Just then the bartender hurried over to our table. His name tag identified him as Aarav Lal, from India.

“So sorry.” He had what sounded like a rather posh English accent. “Sailing days are absolutely bonkers! Now what can I get you?”

I had to wait until the writers had ordered refills and I’d selected a frozen margarita before picking up the thread of the conversation.

“Who’s Nancy? And why are you glad she’s not here?” I was also curious about why they’d have to kill the diva if Nancy had been here, but with any luck they’d tell me anyway.

“Actually, we’d be delighted if Nancy were here,” Kate said. “We’d much rather have her than Desiree.”

“Not much of a contest,” Janet agreed. “We’d rather have Attila the Hun than Desiree.”

“Nancy Goreham—she was the fifth member of our writing group,” Kate explained. “She always loved cruises.”

Her tone—and her use of the past tense—sent a small shiver up my spine.

“Every year we take a trip together—a writing retreat to someplace beautiful and peaceful and above all warm,” Kate continued. “We write, and we talk about writing, and we soak up whatever exotic scenery is around us to use in our upcoming books. Nancy always wanted us to do our retreat on a cruise, but we never managed to get it together. So since she’s no longer with us, we finally decided to do it. In her memory.”

“She’d be pleased,” Angie murmured.

“To Nancy!” Janet raised her martini glass. The rest of us followed suit.

“She has a lot of nerve.” Tish was staring over her reading glasses at Desiree. “Showing up for Nancy’s memorial cruise.”

“She probably didn’t know.” Kate, evidently the peacemaker.

“The hell she didn’t.” Tish scowled briefly, then looked up at Kate and winced. “Sorry. Not mad at you. But she had to know. It’s been all over the discussion lists—how we were going to take the cruise in Nancy’s memory, and have a small memorial service the last night out. So many people sent memories for us to share at the service. She knew.”

“Maybe she has a vendetta against all of us for some reason,” Kate suggested. “And now that she got rid of Nancy, she’s going after the rest of us.”

“I’d like to see her try,” Angie said.

“Sorry—this must be pretty incomprehensible for you.” Janet had noticed my puzzled expression. “You see, we blame Desiree for Nancy’s death.”



 



Chapter 4


I glanced over at Desiree, who seemed oblivious to all the hostile stares aimed at her. Did the writers actually suspect her of killing their friend?

“Nancy committed suicide,” Kate said. “And no question, Desiree drove her to it. So as you can see, we’re not exactly thrilled to be in the same galaxy with her, much less cooped up together on a relatively small boat.”

“Ship,” Tish corrected.

“Whatever.” Kate rolled her eyes.

“And just look at her,” Angie said. “The show-off.”

Desiree was sitting sideways in her chair, with her right arm draped languidly across the back. Perhaps it was only an accident that she held her hand so that a shaft of sunlight glinted on the several large, sparkly rings that adorned her fingers. Her left hand toyed with the rim of her drink—something pink, graced with the requisite paper parasol. Her legs were crossed and one of her shoes was half off and dangling rather precariously from the toe. A highly impractical shoe if you asked me, with five-inch heels so thin they were almost invisible. The shoe itself was bright red suede with a lot of fussy scalloped detail around the edges, and the sole was either made of red patent leather or painted to look like it. And she was twitching her foot so madly that if I’d seen it in a movie I’d have suspected she was a secret agent using some sort of footwear-based semaphore signals to convey a message to her handler. This being real life, she was probably aiming either to flirt or to show off her fancy shoes.

“I wish my dad were here,” I said aloud. “As a doctor, maybe he could tell us whether all that foot twitching is merely a nervous tic or the early warning sign of some profoundly serious neurological disorder.”

This sent the writers into gales of laughter so loud and prolonged that soon nearly everyone on the lounge was staring at us. Even Desiree glanced in our direction briefly before looking away again and resuming the expression of someone bravely though ostentatiously ignoring a bad smell.

“Oh, God, I wish she’d heard that.” Tish was wiping away tears.

“It’s deliberate, you know,” Kate said. “To show off the shoes.”

“I suspected as much.” I shrugged. “But her efforts are wasted on me. I know even less about fancy shoes than about romance novels.”

“Christian Louboutin,” Angie explained. “You can tell by the shiny red soles.”

“I’ve heard of Christian Louboutin shoes,” I said. “My mother often covets them noisily. I, on the other hand, couldn’t tell them from a cheap knockoff.”

“And probably aren’t the least bit impressed.” Janet raised her martini glass in salute. “I like your priorities.”

We clinked glasses.

“How—” I began.

But just then the speakers strategically placed throughout the room crackled to life.

“Good afternoon, cruise family!” a perky voice exclaimed. “I’d like to invite you all to make your way to the main dining room for our mandatory safety drill.”

“If it’s mandatory, she’s not really inviting us, is she?” Tish said. “She’s telling us.”

“Please make your way now to deck one,” the voice continued. “There could be a wait for the elevators, so we recommend taking the stairs if possible. Start working off some of that delicious food you’ll be eating this week!”

“I’ll wait for an elevator, thanks.” Janet was holding her martini under her nose and inhaling with a blissful expression on her face.

“Let’s finish this round and then head down,” Kate said.

“Remember,” the perky voice added. “Everyone must attend the mandatory safety drill—”

“Or they’d call it the optional safety drill,” Tish muttered.

“And the ship cannot cast off until the safety drill is complete.”

“Good grief.” Janet took a healthy gulp of her martini. “They’re escalating to threats already? I suppose we should wrap this up and get a move on. I most definitely do not want to be the last one to walk into the drill.”

We weren’t the last to arrive. Not by a long shot. My cousin Horace was probably the first one there, other than the crew, but being a Caerphilly County deputy as well as a crime scene investigator, he had an ingrained appreciation for following rules and orders. He also had a peculiar fondness for arriving first at a social event and studying his surroundings—I assumed so if by chance anything untoward happened, he’d have at least a general idea what the crime scene had looked like beforehand.

Michael and the boys had arrived with him, probably because the boys were under the erroneous belief that the safety drill would involve rowing away from the ship in the lifeboats, or at least jumping off the deck in a life jacket. Horace, Michael, Josh, and Jamie were the only other passengers there when the writers and I entered, although we were soon followed by an elderly couple who arrived on matching bright red rolling walkers, looking expectant at the mere idea of the mandatory safety drill, although I feared it might be as much excitement as they could handle for one day.

You’d have thought the crew would be delighted with the early arrivals, but instead they looked almost startled to see us. Obviously passengers who showed up early for the safety drill were a rarity. And it quickly became obvious that nothing would start until everyone was there, and someone would have to entertain the boys for a good long while.

Luckily Michael and Horace were up to the task. They’d helped the boys into a couple of life jackets the crew had brought in for the demonstration, and were pretending that the small stage at the stern end of the room was a life raft. Josh and Jamie took turns jumping off the stage into the dangerous waters represented by the dining room rug, while Michael and Horace, wearing dinner napkins folded over their faces as a sort of rudimentary great white shark costume, circled menacingly and occasionally pounced.

The elderly couple seemed to find this all charming. The crew seemed to find it rather startling. I wondered if perhaps the boys’ game was a trifle insensitive to people for whom great white sharks were a genuine professional hazard. Although any resemblance between their game and real sharks was only coincidental—after all, real great whites probably didn’t waste time tickling their prey before biting into it.

Satisfied that the boys were happy, I scanned our surroundings, since we’d be spending a lot of time here in the main dining room. It was filled with tables—mostly tables for four or six, with a few two-person tables tucked into corners. All of them had small brass stands in the center with the table number. Was there assigned seating? I didn’t remember seeing anything about it in the pages and pages of information they’d sent us. And if there was, would it be a good thing or a bad thing? That might depend on who was assigned nearby. Or was it one of those situations where you chose your own table the first time and were then stuck with it, like in first grade, when thanks to being one of the last kids to arrive at school, I’d had to sit for the whole year between the class bully and the class clown?

“Just take any seat for the safety drill,” one of the crew members said, so I settled down with the writers for the time being.

A few more people trickled in, but clearly the mandatory safety drill was pretty low on most passengers’ lists of things they wanted to do while on board.

An officer strode in—at least I assumed he was an officer, since his uniform had more gold buttons and braid than those of any of the others in the room—although possibly less than First Officer Martin’s.
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